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Concordia University/Mel Hoppenheim School of Cinema - location: Montreal, Canada 
Simone Rapisarda-Casanova climbs every mountain on his journey to make Open Sea. 


By Derek Horne 


For all the preparation that goes into the making of an exceptional film, even more preparation goes into the making of an exceptional 
filmmaker. Simone Rapisarda-Casanova is the quintessential Renaissance man: An explorer, a philosopher, a scientist, a visionary, 
and now an award-winning filmmaker. Recently graduated from the Mel Hoppenheim School of Cinema at Concordia University, 
Simone has already scaled a few peaks, recently winning the Best Fiction Award from the Montreal Film Festival for his short film 
Open Sea. 


It is fitting that Simone responded to the Campus Beat interview 
while he was traveling through the Chilean Andes and preparing to 
climb a mountain near the city of Putre. It is obvious he has already 
cleared some hurtles in his career. 


Simone was born and raised in Sicily until the age of 18 when he 
moved to Tuscany to study Computer Science. While he was in the 
city of Pisa he started developing an interest in photography. He 
showed his first photos to an established photographer who took 
him under his wing and encouraged him to pursue his passion. This 
led to the publication of some of his pictures in a German magazine 
and two personal exhibitions of his work, one in Pisa and one in 
Valencia, Spain, were he spent one year as an exchange student. 


Once he completed his Master's degree in Computer Science he 
decided to move to Montreal which Simone described as a unique 
city that allowed him to live in North America without missing Simone Rapisarda preparing the dance scene with Geneviéve and 
Europe too much. "In Montreal, | started experimenting in telling Simon 

stories through the juxtaposition of stills, and | felt my pictures were more and more trying to capture and express movement," said 
Simone. "At that point | realized that the next step for my visual research was to plunge into motion pictures." 


In Montreal, he started working as a software designer for a company that was developing a capture card for an early version of Final 
Cut Pro. "When | had put enough money aside and gained enough experience about non-linear editing and compositing software | 
felt that it was the right time for me to finally converge the biggest passions | had, that is storytelling, image creation and computers, 
into one - that is filmmaking," he recalled. "| decided to apply to Concordia Film School which had a great reputation and, more 
importantly, was part of a Fine Arts School. For me, that was a warranty that their aim was not to form commercially-oriented 
filmmakers. The selection committee at Concordia Film School requires the submission of a portfolio, usually a short film. | only had 
my pictures to submit and | took the chance. Luckily | got in." 


Simone claimed that Concordia is a fertile and stimulating 
environment that gives students a great deal of freedom to 
experiment. "The established filmmakers that were part of the 
teaching staff at Concordia were there more to assist us in our 
projects than to teach us about filmmaking.” he said before 
mentioning his two most influential teachers. "One is Martin 
Duckworth, an incredibly active documentary filmmaker whose 
humanitarianism and honesty helped me realize among other 
things that, of the many compromises a filmmaker has to make in 
his career, absolutely none has to be about his values. If you do 
compromise your values it will show in your films. The other teacher 
to which | feel immensely indebted is Johanne Larue. Her skills as 
a teacher and her passion in sharing her invaluable knowledge of 
the filmmaking art and aesthetics helped me to answer so many of 
the questions that | had brought with me when | started film school. 
Open Sea would surely not have been the same without her." 


Open Sea is a period film set in the fifties about a man 
remembering his childhood and the last weeks he spent with his 
family after emigrating to North America and a torrential rainstorm 
started flooding the city in which they lived. "While writing it | was 
inspired by the biblical myths of Noah's Arc, Babel's Tower and the 
ongoing debate concerning evolutionism and creationism," he said. 
"| wrote the script in a month and the film was shot in six days." (On 
Simon playing with Kim Abel (Naamah) the seventh day, he probably rested.) 


"I wanted Open Sea to look like an old, faded, yellowish photo in a family photo album. At the same time, since the film is an account 
of childhood events, | wanted the film to reflect the confusion between dreams and reality that often happens when we try to 
remember long passed events. 
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"| decided that the best way to do both things was to shoot on film and go through a digital intermediate. This allowed me to perform 
the necessary color correction and compositing that | needed. The Coen Brother's film Oh Brother Where Are Thou? Was one of the 
sources that inspired me to take that decision." 


As Director of Photography, Simone chose the Kodak 7218 (Vision II, 500 ASA) Super 16mm film stock. "The 7218 is an amazing film 
stock. | was already familiar with it, having used it on several other projects, starting from my first year at Concordia," he said. "| knew 
that its ultra wide latitude, its very fine grain, its low light sensitivity and its excellent telecine characteristics made it the only possible 
choice for this project. The previous experiences | had with the film stock partly compensated for the lack of time to perform any 
tests." 


"If you plan to go through DI, the new Kodak VISION2 film stocks can make life for the DP so much easier," he advised. "I think it 
would have been impossible for me to wear both the Director's and DP's hats and still shoot the film in six days if | had adopted 
another film stock and consequently a more traditional lighting technique." 


The school provided the Arri SR Il camera and a kit of Zeiss primes. "| shot "Open Sea" on location in a very small apartment, so the 
choice of lenses was unfortunately forced by the crumpled space. | mainly shot with the 16mm, and | used the 10mm and the 25mm a 
couple of times," he explained. "I didn't use any filtration or diffusion at all. | wanted the negative to be as clean as possible as | knew 
that by doing so | would have more control on the online process." 


The negative was developed at Technicolor in Montreal. The transfer was done on a Quadra at Vision Globale in Montreal. The color 
timing was done by Anna Woch, the film's editor, and Simone himself. "The film was exposed at its standard rating of 500 ASA. As | 
didn't have the money for an HD or 2K transfer on a Spirit | opted for a transfer to DigiBeta on a Quadra," he said. "My hope was, and 
still is, to have enough money in the future to be able to rescan the negative to HD (using my current cut as an offline) and laser it to 
35mm." 


Simone wanted to perform sophisticated color correction and compositing on his film. "Fortunately the Center For Digital Arts at 
Concordia University embraced the project," he said. "They gave me access for four hours a day to a Macintosh G5 Dual 2Ghz 
running Final Cut Pro HD. For the occasion they also bought a 500Gb external SATA RAID and a AJA KONA LS capture card that 
allowed me to online using the Apple Uncompressed 4:2:2 10bit codec." 


Simone shot the entire film at 30 frames per second using a camera mounted on a dolly for the scenes of the family and a handheld 
camera for the scenes of the protagonist alone. He admitted that the current equipment at Concordia Film School doesn't always work 
as well as it should. "The approach for me and my colleagues has always been to cross our fingers and hope for the best, trying to 
use what was at hand in the most ingenuous way," he said. "This might seem a drag but, if you think about it, shooting a film is 
nothing else than problem solving and at Concordia you become really good at that. That's probably one of the reasons why many of 
the most important Canadian filmmakers came out of Concordia." 


Simone thought of abandoning the project on two occasions when he feared the film might be misinterpreted. "The first time was 
when, after one month | had finished the screenplay, the Tsunami in Asia happened," he recalled. "The second time was when the 
film was about to play at the Montreal World Film Festival and suddenly Katrina happened. In both occasions my friends convinced 


me to go on." 


Simone finished the film on August 29th, one day before the screening at the Montreal World Film Festival where he handed the tape 
directly to the projectionist and would later win the Best Fiction Award. 


At his school's own film festival (referred to as "la Créme De La Créme") the film received the Jean-Francois Bourassa Award (worth 
CA$1000) for Best Cinematography and it also won Best Film which consisted of a grant for CA$1000 at the Vision Globale post- 
production facility. 


Writing from an internet cafe at 11000 feet, Simone contemplated which directors are at the top of his list. "The directors | admire the 
most are Fellini, Bunuel, Tarkovski," he said. "I like directors that are able to impress you with their intelligence and honesty and not 
with their ability to manipulate your emotions by using prefabricated tricks and formulas. When | watch a film the most important thing 
for me is to feel that | can trust the filmmaker and his intentions." 
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